Boards of Directors: Who Needs Them?
by Philip Adams This is a true story. A colleague of mine was fired without cause from his role as the artistic director of a small theatre company. While working for the company, he raised its profile, increased the number and quality of its productions, improved its audience numbers, extended its outreach and diversity, and greatly increased its public and private funding. And yet, without warning, caution, or complaint, he was called to a meeting in a coffee shop where the gutting news was delivered, and he was gone that day.
The point here is not about the former artistic director's circumstances; it is about how the power resting in the hands of arts boards-people who are not usually theatre professionals-can be wielded with impunity. In Canada, an arts board's power is like that of international border guards: the decision made, you are turned back at the border, and you are left without recourse for appeal. Like decisions made by soccer referees, there is no option for a video review of the play on the field: their decisions are final. In this instance my colleague, the theatre professional, walked away because to sue the small company would have meant its demise, which for him would be unethical. Above all else, the work must go on, regardless of who is in charge.
The artistic director's career was damaged. Even though no reasons were given for his termination at the time of his dismissal or thereafter, the option of helming another theatre company has been permanently scuttled. The decision has had long-lasting effects on the career of my friend, while the board members who made it have returned unscathed to their non-theatre jobs.
In comparison, arts boards are rarely ever held to account, even when they don't do their jobs properly. As a justification for their presence, boards often cling to the adage that they exist to ensure the company has proper oversight and maintains good governance. But when it fails in its oversight, it is usually the artistic staff who shoulders the responsibility and the blame. The board's responsibilities are, in practice, very difficult to pinpoint. They hold regular meetings and review plans, so when the board fails in its responsibilities, it is near-impossible to hold the individual members accountable. However, when an artistic director does not do a good job in running a theatre, audiences stay home, important works remain unprogrammed, and funding dries to a trickle. In these companies, the workplace becomes toxic. They suffer from high staff turnover and jitters in the administration, and worthy artists often turn down contract offers because of the theatre's instability. Calls asking, "Where was the board?," "How did things get this bad?," "Why was something not done sooner?," all go unanswered, and, most often, the artistic director is held solely responsible-not the board who was supposed to be overseeing their work.
Such situations do not contribute to a healthy ecology in Canadian theatre. They are indications that the system is broken, and we must ask ourselves why arts boards exist. What is their practical purpose other than as a titular requirement on a grant application form? Why do governments insist that a board is required to receive public funds? These questions need to be asked.
Who's in charge here anyway?
The requirement to have an arts organization's finances audited is all that is necessary in the not-for-profit arts sector in Canada. An auditor who lies or falsifies an audit can be held criminally responsible. Similarly, if someone running an arts organization lies, steals, or breaches the human rights laws, or even transgresses basic human decency, they can and ought to be fired. The aforementioned artistic director sought transparency and integrity, believing that if the board had problems with his work, they would talk with him. They would be willing to respect his achievements and offer solutions to the things that they felt required improvement. They didn't. Nothing was said. They did not do their job. Rather, they called him to a meeting and gave him twenty minutes to clean out his pencils.
In Canada, an arts board's power is like that of international border guards: the decision made, you are turned back at the border, and you are left without recourse for appeal. ctr 170 spring 2017
Boards of Directors | FEATURES Boards of directors come in all shapes and sizes. Some are comprised of hard-working, true-believing volunteers, while others require deep pockets, and still others thrive on nepotism. In Canada today, boards are volunteer stewards of an arts organization who rely on professionals to manage the company's artistic and administrative affairs. But, in reality, boards are neither important for governance nor vital to an organization's continued health; the auditor follows the money, the artists present the art, and boards, it seems, host good parties. Boards ought to step out of the way and let the professionals (whom they have hired) do the jobs they were hired to do.
The power of position I believe in the principles of consensus, which remind us that everyone is in charge: we are all in this together, and we are here to support artists and their vision. The hierarchy that undergirds the board-artist relationship contravenes the collaborative model.
True consensus and collaboration are endangered by the requirement that all arts companies must have boards. If the model were working, so much the better. But if it isn't, then cast it aside to create a better model. I see two kinds of systems at play in Canadian theatre practice: the internally directed and managed, what we could call "artist driven," and the externally designed and governed, what we could consider as "non-artist driven." The artist is in firm control of the former, while an agency or board is responsible for the latter. This is where the power struggle really lies: the board is charged with watching the artists, but no one is charged with watching the board. They are rarely held accountable for their decisions.
The primary source for this governance model appears to be the British parliamentary system. The Massey Report, commissioned in 1949, is the bedrock on which the Canada Council Boards ought to step out of the way and let the professionals (whom they have hired) do the jobs they were hired to do.
When will the power shift from anointed bosses to professionals in the field? Not anytime soon, apparently.
There is no going back after a soccer referee makes a decision. Similarly, a board of directors can rule with impunity, cradled by good intentions, all the while claiming immunity as a volunteer. 
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Nello McDaniel and George Thorn have been deeply involved with evolving the role of arts organizations for many years. They write:
[W]e believe that the board is the most dysfunctional aspect of most arts organisations. Board operation and development is the common cold of the arts. Everyone has one and everyone is looking for a cure. Like the cold, there are lots of remedies but no cure. The amount of staff, board, and consultant energy that has gone into boards is extraordinary. Why this dysfunction? We have great respect, admiration, and affection for people who share their time and talents with arts organisations. With so many good intentions, why doesn't it work? (33) It doesn't work because arts organizations need to be led by artists. It doesn't work because the model is a tired one. It doesn't work because it is hierarchical. It doesn't work because so much good theatre now comes from the ground up, and that means it needs everyone working together as a team with equal responsibilities. It doesn't work because the newest and most exciting work is collaborative. The board as boss is a waste of time, energy, and resources, and, to put it bluntly, it pisses people off.
Undertaking research for the George Cedric Metcalf Charitable Foundation, dancer, choreographer, and arts advocate Shannon Litzenberger wrote a report called Choreographing Our Future: Strategies for Supporting Next Generation Arts Practices, with the aim of "tak[ing] stock of current industry trends at home and abroad with the goal of identifying ways in which the arts sector can better adapt to its changing environment" (5). In her report, she said the following regarding arts boards:
While board members are meant to provide strategic leadership for a non-profit arts organization, they are, in actuality, more likely engaged in a business they know little about. The growing pressures associated with underwriting the financial needs of the organization create considerable stress for board members who may be placing their energies into fundraising rather than relationship-building. Also, because boards are fiscally responsible for the organizational corpus, they tend to be risk averse in the context of a highly entrepreneurial and innovation-driven sector. (33) A change is required. Young practitioners are clamouring to make theatre, but they don't want to stare down the requirements and behaviours of boards of directors, so they opt for ad hoc groupings in pop-up venues. Recognizing the problems with the old structures, they are inventing new ones. They're smart and know how to run the business, which they are doing outside of the old governance structures with great success. And their work is inspired.
I had the pleasure of speaking with playwright August Wilson during the Last Frontier Theatre Conference in 1998, which was held in Juneau, Alaska. At that time, paraphrasing W. E. B. Dubois, he reiterated that he wanted to create theatre that was "for, by, about, and near" his audience. This is the heart and soul of theatrical practice: direct connections between artists and their audiences. This practice no longer requires a board of directors to provide what amounts to theoretical guidance.
Boards of directors are in a thankless position. So, let's thank them for their service and move on. Governments need to abandon the requirement for a formal board of directors before public for the Arts is based. Apart from the Saskatchewan Arts Board (founded in 1948), the Massey Report provided a model for all other arts agencies operating in Canada today. The report refers to the Arts Council of Great Britain, which was founded in 1945. In its first annual report , the authors identified artists as the centre of arts activity. John Maynard Keynes, who drove the British initiative, knew that even though an arts council was vital to supporting and producing the arts, it was the artist who should be at the centre of these activities:
At last the public exchequer has recognised … that the work of the artist in all its aspects is, of its nature, individual and free, undisciplined, unregimented, uncontrolled. The artist walks where the breath of the spirit blows him. He cannot be told his direction; he does not know it himself. But he leads the rest of us into fresh pastures and teaches us to love and to enjoy what we often begin by rejecting, enlarging our sensibility and purifying our instincts. The task of an official body is not to teach or to censor, but to give courage, confidence and opportunity. (Appendix A, (20) (21) As Keynes suggests, artists should lead, not boards of directors. An artist's work is channelled into an organization by the artistic director, who in turn makes decisions about what to produce when and with whom. Furthermore, the current practice is for the artistic management to also manage the money. Whither boards of directors? They are genteel and gracious supporters of the work done by courageous and confident artists.
Where to from here?
An informal poll among my peers suggests that no director from a board has been held to account for abdicating their responsibility concerning the artistic health and functional welfare of a company, not even for the fiduciary indiscretion of an artistic director or general manager. If an artistic director or general manager breaches this duty, it is a criminal offence. If a general manager steals from the company, bring in the police. The company goes broke; it folds. If it owes money, it is taken to small claims court. If an employee steals intellectual or physical property, call the cops. Individual directors on a board are not held responsible. The company takes out liability insurance so that directors are protected. This is money that could very well go towards producing another show if they were not required to have a board.
Not so bleak
All is not lost. Board-staff relationships can be, and often are, harmonious. But this is hard because people with power often wield it hubristically. In addition, board members come and go, and a great deal of the staff's labour is spent managing the board's affairs, as well as running the company. When a board member departs, this restarts the process of developing and training new board members. Even with an experienced board member, each organization's unique personality requires some form of learning and training for new members. This invariably falls to the staff because they are the most knowledgeable about how the company operates. If the artistic and managerial staff didn't have to do this work, they could spend this time making better theatre. ctr 170 spring 2017
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funding is provided. Oversight is needed because artists can be renegades; it's in our nature. Peer assessment and an external auditor are all that is required. Boards claim providence over matters they know little about and then whimsically wield their power with impunity. Let artists themselves determine what kind of governance best suits their way of working. If even long-established organizations like the Canadian Actors' Equity Association can recognize this and adapt, then so too can the public funders. We have a long way to go in English theatre in Canada; there are working models elsewhere in the country that we can learn from or even emulate. Let's adopt an open, respectful way of working, provide opportunities, and move forward in a good way.
